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In a late poem called “The Planet on the Table,” Wal
lace Stevens observes that a book of verse lying on
table top is simultaneously both a part of the world
and a world unto itself. For Stevens, the book can be
compared to a planet — an independent system with
its own gravity, atmosphere, orbital, etcetera — only
if the poems within

should bear
Some lineament or character,
Some affluence, if only half-perceived,
In the poverty of their words,
Of the planet of which they were part.
(Collected Poetry and Prose 450; emphasis added)

With a slight modulation of their subject clause,
Stevens’ lines also describe the challenge facing con
temporary poets: that their work should bear some
lineament or character, some affluence, if only half
perceived, in the poverty of their words, of the plan
et of which they are part. This problematic has been
discussed under various critical rubrics in our univer
sities, most recently within the debates surrounding
the question of authenticity in contemporary Eng
lish-language writing. Authenticity, seen through
the prism of Stevens’ “Planet on the Table,” can be
read
the test of a poem’s worldliness, the text’s
commitment to its own point of origin. Poets as dif
ferent in style
C. D. Wright and Derek Walcott
have conducted vigorous and prolonged researches
into new methods of establishing this kind of
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“authentic” relation between poem and place of origin; and perhaps no living
poet has negotiated this problem under so much critical scrutiny as Seamus
Heaney. In this essay I will discuss the various strategies employed by Heaney
in the construction and assertion of a place for his poetry in the world; these
strategies range from a deep exploration of the relation between poesis and labor
to a phenomenological account of the tactile sense, ending with the poet’s
ongoing investigation into the play between frames of reference and “centralityHeaney’s verse often approaches the problem of poetry’s place by con
structing a sense of physical place within the poem itself. We see this in lyrics
such
Anahorish and Broagh,” poems whose titles correspond to placenames in the Irish countryside. This poetic act locates the lyric on the most
basic level, that of geography. In his discussion of “Broagh,” Neil Corcoran has
commented on the way topography and typography enter into an almost chiastic relation within the space of the poem:
both place and place-name are being very self-consciously translated out of
actual topography into what we might call the topography of the poem, or
the place of the text, by the way it foregrounds that “black O,” the word
“Broagh” itself, and the last “gh” by distinguishing them in italic font. The
original place is, we might say, visibly displacing itself into the place of
writing.
(48)

Beyond the microscopic level of typography, Heaney often constructs his poet
ic tableaux on the spatial or phenomenological level, as in the anaphoric open
ing stanza of “Field Work”: “ Where the sally tree went pale in every breeze, /
where the perfect eye of the nesting blackbird watched, / where one fern was
always green” (Selected Poems 121; emphasis added) or the deftly situated musi
cian of “The Singer’s House”:

who might stand at the end of summer
in the mouth of a whitewashed turf-shed,
his shoulder to the jamb, his song
a rowboat far out in evening.
(Selected Poems 122)

We can compare the powerfully located and posed figures of Heaney’s verse to
the rootless and unstable subject positions of John Ashbery’s figures, who seem
perpetually thrown off-balance by questions such as, “is anything central?”
(“The One Thing That Can Save America,” [Self-Portrait 21]) in a world where
"dark spirits and connivance / underlay the people-mover it spirals ever high
er beyond the counterpane of colored wooden crows” (Flow Chart 65-6;
emphasis added). In Heaney’s verse, individuals strongly resist the states of flux
and dislocation represented by Ashbery’s preternatural "people-mover.” They
assert the body’s situation within the spaces of the world.
In the following pages, I will refer to the poetic act of situating or posi
tioning figures within a lyric landscape as "stationing.” Stationing is the con
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struction of a habitable physical space within a poem, and the positioning of a
body within that space. I borrow the term from Keats, who writes in the mar
gins of his copy of Paradise Lost

Milton in every instance pursues his imagination to the utmost — he is
“sagacious of his Quarry,” he sees Beauty on the wing, pounces upon it and
gorges it to the producing his essential verse. .. . But in no instance this
sort of perseverance more exemplified than in what may be called his sta
tioning or statu[a]ry. He is not content with simple description, he must
station, — thus here, we not only see how the Birds “with clang despised the
ground” but we see them “under a cloud in prospect” So we see Adam “Fair
indeed and tall— under a plantane” — and so we see Satan “disfigured— on
the Assyrian Mount.
Here, Keats proposes that scenes in Milton are more fully spatialized than cor
responding scenes in other poets’ work. We see not only Adam, but the tree
over his head as well; he is part of a landscape. The same imaginative courtesy
is accorded to Adam’s adversary, Satan, who appears with the Assyrian Mount
underfoot. Heaney consistently shows an imaginative affinity with Keats’s
marginalia, as his poetry is full of references to the act of stationing and to the
idea of the station, a concern most immediately apparent in the titles of his two
books, Stations and Station Island. In each volume, the word “station” takes on
a redoubled significance, adding a sense of moral and spiritual stationing to the
Keatsian sense of the station as a physical place.
Yet at its most literal level, being “stationed” in Heaney means simply main
taining a contact with the earth, as exemplified by the agricultural workers of
his earliest books, the inhumed bog people of North, and the kneeling moments
of penance in “Station Island” (Selected Poems 187). And at a metaphorical and
mythic level, the ideal of gravitas, Heaney’s double invocation of the Antaeus
myth in North, and the lover’s dream of sleeping “in a moss in Donegal / On
turf banks under blankets” (“Glanmore Sonnets,” Selected Poems 133) all gesture
downwards, to the point of contact between our bodies and the earth. Several
critics have commented upon Heaney’s penchant for constructing lyric spaces
that are stationed firmly on the ground.2 In his reading of “Bogland,” Harold
Bloom attributes Heaney’s earthbound stance to the poet’s visionary skepticism
(2); Henry Hart outlines Heaney’s terrestrial grounding in the agricultural-pas
toral tradition (9-31); and Sidney Burris goes on to elaborate the relation
between the pastoral earth and Heaney’s democratizing insistence upon parity
(as opposed to the hieratic and hierarchizing) in the fourth chapter of The Poet
ry of Resistance (91-117). Each critical impulse arises from Heaney’s self
restriction along the vertical spatial axis; readers of this poet are rarely propelled
skyward or cast precipitously into the depths, as in a poem such as Shelley’s
“Ode to the West Wind.”
But this poet limits his imaginative spaces along a horizontal axis as well.
We often find that our perceptual range is limited to the middle distance at best
in Heaney’s verse, an effect he attributes to the topographical variations of his
native landscape in a poem such as “Bogland”: “We have no prairies / To slice
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a big sun at evening — / Everywhere the eye concedes to / Encroaching hori
zon (Selected
22). The lack of a Great Plains region in Ireland is, how
ever, only one reason for this spatial contraction in Heaney, the limits of the
human body also delimit and demarcate the poet’s constructions of space.
Heaney prefers enclosed spaces that seem molded to the shape of the individual’s
form, no broader than one’s armspan, not much higher than one’s head. This
preference for the cloistered and snug manifests in Heaney’s striking impulse to
station himself in trees, an impulse probed in the disguised sonnet, “Oracle”:

Hide in the hollow trunk
of the willow tree

small mouth and ear
in a woody cleft,
lobe and larynx
of the mossy places.
(Selected Poems 34)

We watch Heaney indulge this affinity for the space of the tree-bole repeated
ly in his Sweeney Astray translation, and again in the revisited, modernized
Sweeney of “In the Beech”: “the tree itself a strangeness and a comfort . . . /
My hidebound boundary tree. My tree of knowledge. / My thick-tapped, softfledged, airy listening post” (Selected Poems 213). There is a nearly encomiastic
attitude toward the space of the beech trunk in these lines; the tree as a listen
ing post, as enclosed lobe and larynx, figures as one of the primary stations of
poetic composition in Heaney’s verse.
It is worth noting that poetry is almost never generated out in the open in
Heaney, as it is in Wordsworths Prelude — “I, methought, while the sweet
breath of Heaven / Was blowing upon my body, felt within / A corresponding,
mild, creative breeze” (Selected Poetry and
198) — or in Whitman’s Song
of the Open Road.” Heaney’s poetry is the product of concealed and hidden
areas, spaces fitted to the poet’s body as the womb is to a gestating fetal form.
Even the architectural space of the study or den, the literal site of writing, car
ries this womb-like aspect:
I liked it low and closed,
Its claustrophobic, nest-up-in-the-roof
Effect. I liked the snuff-dry feeling,
The perfect, trunk-fid fit of the old ceiling.
Under there, it was all hutch and hatch.
The blue slates kept the heat like midnight thatch.
(“Skylight Sonnet,” Seeing Things 37)
Though the sonnet goes on to endorse the speaker’s wife’s decision to break
open this cloistered space through the introduction of a skylight, the final six
lines fail to undo this passage’s initial, emphatic praise of the den’s contracted
area. The den, along with the tree-cleft, is an enclosed space of poetic compo
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sition. Like Matisse, Heaney often takes up the site of artistic production (the
painter’s studio for the former, the writing den for the latter) as a subject for
representation. This is the most dramatic and direct strategy possible for
demarcating an independent, hermetic space for the aesthetic. Early into the
"Squarings” section of Seeing Things, Heaney thematizes the process of con
structing a studio space in a lyric that borders on the metaliterary:

Roof it again. Batten down. Dig in.
Drink out of tin. Know the scullery cold,
A latch, a door-bar, forged tongs and a grate.
Touch the cross-beam, drive iron in a wall,
Hang a line to verify the plumb
From lintel, coping-stone and chimney-breast.

Relocate the bedrock in the threshold.
Take squarings from the recessed gable pane.
Make your study the unregardedfloor
Sink every impulse like a bolt. Secure
The bastion of sensation. Do not waver
Into language. Do not waver in it.
("Lightenings II,” Seeing Things 56; emphasis added)

There is an almost Brechtian exposure of the processes and machinery of how
a space is constructed here. The curt, end-stopped sentences, the imperative
voice, and the insistent materiality of the poem ("Do not waver into language”)
all tend to efface its status as a "lyric” in the hieratic, spiritualized sense of the
word; this is a poem that reads like an instruction manual. Helen Vendler reads
the "Squarings” series as partaking of an "effort of re-imagining everything —
not representing it numerically as it happened; not representing it embalmed in
memory; but representing it on an abstract and symbolic plane that presents
itself such” (151); and here, that abstract and symbolic space looks much like
the actual space of a writer’s study, a poet’s station. The space in "Lightenings
II” wholly enclosed and centered on the composition of poetry; its walls block
out both the natural world and social life; like a small fortress, the stanzas
(momentarily) protect and secure a place for poetry.
But spatial constructions can only provide a temporary and provisional
grounding for poesis for a poet dwelling in the social world. Under the pres
sures of shared life, the basic act of physical stationing must develop into a more
thorough act of location; the poet must establish a place for the lyric within the
registers of social discourse. To do so, poets (and especially ones from North
ern Ireland) must enter into a dialogue with other participants in culture and
political life. Heaney takes up this problem at the very outset of his first
Oxford lecture, entitled "The Redress of Poetry”: "Professors of poetry, apolo
gists for it, practitioners of it, from Sir Philip Sidney to Wallace Stevens, all
sooner or later are tempted to show how poetry’s existence as a form of art
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relates to our existence as citizens of society — how it is ofpresent use" (Redress
1; emphasis added). The question of use hangs over the history of poetic dis
course from its beginnings. To secure a position within the social world,
Heaney feels the poet must answer his or her fellow-citizens’ question: "Why
do we need you?” This question of need is further complicated for Heaney by
his family’s agricultural background and by the situation of agricultural prac
tices within the political history of Northern Ireland; Daniel Tobin has point
ed out how the problems of need (specifically, hunger) and colonial politics
intersect in Heaney’s early literary consciousness at the historical topos of the
Great Famine (34).
Another poet might respond to this problem by enlarging the convention
al definition of "need” to include nonphysical aspects of experience, such as
spiritual or emotional need. But to answer the question on its own terms,
Heaney finds it necessary to address questions of need on the most basic, phys
ical level at the outset of his career. This encounter between poetry and the
question of survival takes place at the scene of labor in Heaney’s work. Seen in
terms of utility and pragmatism, the act of writing poetry stands in an almost
adversarial relation to the act of physical labor in society; labor as "necessary”
to the clothing, feeding, and sheltering of human beings as poetry is "unneces
sary.” Labor seems "this-worldly,” just as poetry can seem "otherworldly.” So
the poet and the laborer, like the scientist and the priest, comprise a linked yet
irreconcilable pair. Poets (and laborers) have known this for a long time. Yeats,
for instance, writes:

Better go down upon your marrow-bones
And scrub a kitchen pavement, or break stones
Like an old pauper, in all kinds of weather;
For to articulate sweet sounds together
Is to work harder than all these, and yet
Be thought an idler by the noisy set
Of bankers, schoolmasters, and clergymen
The martyrs call the world.
("Adam’s Curse,” Poems 132; emphasis added)

By placing literary activity in such close proximity to vivid descriptions of
strenuous physical labor, Yeats makes a case (through apposition) for the work
like aspect of writing poetry. This is one strategy for assigning use-value to
poetic discourse: the poet analogizes writing and work.3 Yet David Lloyd
argues that Heaney subscribes to a false model of continuity between literary
and physical labor:
the predicament of a literary culture as a specialized mode of labor is that
it is set over against non-cultural labor, yet Heaney’s writing continually
rests in the untested assumption that a return is possible through writing
back to the "illiterate” culture from which it stems and with which, most
importantly, it remains at all times continuous.
(165)
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The same could be said (incorrectly, to my mind) of “Adam’s Curse.” Yeats’s
modeling of literary activity
“continuous” with physical labor (which we see
again in the divine colt who shivers “under the lash, strain, sweat and jolt / As
though it dragged road metal” in “The Fascination of What’s Difficult” [Poems
188]) is only one way in which work enters into the aesthetic field. If writing
can be compared to dragging road metal or breaking stones, then manual work
can also acquire the traits of poetry; that is, labor can be claimed, reified, and
brought within the space of the lyric. In the next few pages I will try to show
how Heaney gradually develops a model of labor within the lyric that demon
strates the phenomenological continuity between what Lloyd characterizes as
“cultural” and “non-cultural” modes of work.
The poeticization of labor dates back at least to Virgil’s georgics and Latin
verse, and to Hesiod and Homer in Greek poetry. In the wake of the eigh
teenth-century revival of the didactic georgic within English literature, the
Romantic poets turned their attention to the representation of labor as its own
aesthetic telos. Wordsworth repeatedly poeticizes the acts of shepherding, reap
ing, and husbandry throughout his work, as in the description of the shepherd
Michael’s wife: “two wheels she had / Of antique form; this large, for spinning
wool; / That small, for flax; and if one wheel had rest, / It was because the other
was at work” (“Michael,” Selected Poetry and Prose 142). What is the “useful”
work accomplished by poetry in these lines? Here, the act of writing memori
alizes the housewife’s daily acts of labor; the words on the page replicate and
preserve a practice (the spinning of wool and flax) that may disappear alto
gether from culture. Wordsworth assumes the stance of an elegist for rural ways
of life; rather than competing with and degrading the act of physical work (as
in Yeats’s verse), Wordsworth translates laborious activity into figuration and,
by extension, into cultural memory.
The problem for this kind of approach to labor in the lyric is a technical
one, one of adapting the English lyric mode, with its traditional emphasis on
the worlds of love and spirituality, to the representation of vigorous work-activ
ity. Wordsworth, for instance, often gives the impression of simply annotating
the fact of pastoral work without entering into a deeper phenomenological
exploration of the laborer’s experience.4 Among contemporary poets, Heaney
has been most consistently concerned with creating a lyric structure to accom
modate the fact of manual work. That he begins his project in the Wordswor
thian mode is evident in a poem like “Blackberry-Picking,” with its strong
echoes of “Nutting”:
hunger
Sent us out with milk-cans, pea-tins, jam-pots
Where briars scratched and wet grass bleached our boots.
Round hayfields, cornfields, and potato-drills
We trekked and picked until the cans were full,
Until the tinkling bottom had been covered
With green ones, and on top big dark blobs burned
Like a plate of eyes. Our hands were peppered
With thorn pricks, our palms sticky
Bluebeard’s.
(Selected Poems 7)
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The child's mock quest, the subtle violence of reaping the natural world, and an
unnerving sense of having been perceived by nature (in Heaney’s “plate of eyes”
and Wordsworth’s “spirit in the woods” [“Nutting,” Selected Poetry and Prose
107]) align the two lyrics. But Heaney’s child is moved less by the sense of
juvenile play than by a feeling of physical need, driven by a hunger rather than
“the eagerness of boyish hope” that motivates the young Wordsworth in the
“Nutting” fragment. This slight modulation of desire (from boyish hope to
physical hunger) within the Wordsworthian template draws Heaney’s child
away from the demesne of play and toward the regions of work and labor that
will prevail in the poet’s subsequent collections. If hunger is political within the
context of rural Ireland’s colonial history, this representation of childhood work
takes on an aspect of political activity in Heaney’s verse.
“Churning Day,” the poem that directly follows “Blackberry-Picking,” is
one of Heaney’s earliest attempts at bringing the experience of labor over into
the field of the lyric. The poet’s strategy here is adjectival:

A thick crust, coarse-grained as limestone rough-cast,
hardened gradually on top of the four crocks
that stood, large pottery bombs, in the small pantry.
After the hot brewery of gland, cud, and udder
coolporous earthenware fermented the buttermilk
for churning day, when the hooped churn was scoured
with plumping kettles and the busy scrubber
echoed daintily on the seasoned wood.
It stood then, purified, on the flagged kitchen floor.
(Death of Naturalist 21; emphasis added)
It is worth noting that most of these adjectives (thick, coarse-grained, hot, cool,
porous, hooped, and flagged) have a strong tactile aspect. But as the poem con
tinues to document the work of churning, we begin to sense a growing dispar
ity between the high tactility of the language and the conspicuous absence of
human agency in Heaney’s depiction of the churning process:

Out came the four crocks, spilled their heavy lip
of cream, their white insides, into the sterile churn.
The staff, like a great whisky muddler fashioned
in deal wood, was plunged in, the fid fitted.
My mother took first turn, set up rhythms
that slugged and thumped for hours. Arms ached.
Hands blistered. Cheeks and clothes were spattered . . .

Thirteen lines that precisely detail the churning procedure pile up before we
first glimpse a human being at the scene of labor. Until the mother’s appear
ance, the churning seems to happen of its own accord through a succession of
agentless verbs: the crust hardening, the crocks standing, and the buttermilk
fermenting without any apparent aid from human hands. And when an implied
shadow-person does indeed step into the process, he or she is elided behind a
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conspicuous use of passive constructions: to say that the hooped churn “was
scoured” and the staff “was plunged” into the churn excludes more active phrasings such as “I scoured the churn” and “my mother plunged the staff into it.”
The human laborer here is invisible, like Wordsworths spinner, whose presence
at the site of work is detectable only through the actions of her machine: “if
one wheel had rest, / It was because the other was at work.”
This opening passage from “Churning Day” can be aligned with a scene
from the Disney film Fantasia in which tools such brooms and buckets float
through the air as work tasks complete themselves without human exertion. In
the film, the self-propelled tools structure a fantasy of leisure and escape; but in
Heaney’s poem, the scene of agentless labor signals an apparent breakdown in
the representation of work. There is an emphatic refusal to station the human
subject at the scene of labor’s performance in this text. (A negative image of
this “breakdown” would be a poem or film in which we see a person pan
tomiming all of the actions of butter churning in an empty, toolless room).
This distance between the human subject and the hovering, working tools can
be interpreted as a literal avoidance of fitting tools into the human hand at the
scene of work in the lyric.5
Heaney approaches the topic of tools and the hand frequently in his early
poems, especially in Death of Naturalist. The problem of lyric figurations of
tool use even provides a structural frame for the initial poem in the Heaney
canon, “Digging,” which begins and ends with the following lines:

Between my finger and thumb
The squat pen rests; snug
a gun.
Between my finger and thumb
The squat pen rests.
I’ll dig with it.
(Selected Poems 3-4)
“Digging” enacts a kind of trial-and-error experiment in the space between this
opening and close. The lyric first proposes a hypothetical, almost metaphysical
conceit of “pen-as-gun” and, after working through its own logic of nostalgia
and memory for the next six stanzas, it closes by revising or correcting the ini
tial conceit to read “pen-as-spade.” (If the poem had followed through with its
initial figurative hypothesis, the last line would read: “I’ll shoot with it”). First,
pen X; then, pen is Y. Helen Vendler reads this trope as one of moral choice:
the Irish Catholic child grew up between the offers of two instruments: the
spade and the gun. “Choose,” said two opposing voices from his culture.
“Inherit the farm,” said agricultural tradition; “Take up arms,” said Repub
lican militarism. And indeed the poet’s first thought had been to measure,
so to speak, the pen against the sword.
(29)

However, if Heaney’s pen is poised between two moral options in this poem,
the field of potential uses for the pen stretches far beyond the poet’s initial
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metaphorical proposition. One could imagine “Digging” as one lyric in a
sequence of figurative experiments, each one picking up where the last left off,
each one undermining and improving upon the final metaphor of its predeces
sor;
the next poem in the sequence would open with the lines: “Between my
finger and thumb / The squat pen rests; snug as a spade" and would end with
the spade’s replacement by an even closer approximation to the pen: “Between
my finger and thumb / The squat pen rests. / I’ll
with it.” This process
could be continued indefinitely, an eternal approach towards figurative accura
cy. The sequence would only find total closure, in the unattainable line: “I’ll
write with it,” a close that would undo the difference between metaphorical
vehicle and tenor. For Rand Brandes, this closure is only achieved in the much
later “Sweeney Redivivus” section of Station Island, where “[t]he pen remains
pen and is not transformed into the metaphoric spade” (57).
The problem here is one of fitting hand to tool and tool to verb. What
the proper metaphorical equivalent to the pen in this poem? Neither a gun nor
a spade can “fit” between the finger and the thumb;6 likewise, it is very difficult
to make the pen perform either of the verbs “shoot” or “dig” when it naturally
inclines toward the infinitive “to write.” On a microscopic level, this disparity
points toward the greater problem of making a poem “labor,” or of modeling
poetry on work, as Yeats sometimes did. The difficulty we have with the con
cept of writing as a form of physical labor is deeply linked in this poem to our
imaginative discomfort at the idea of digging with a pen. We have to wait until
Wintering Out for a more “ergonomic” pairing of hand to tool in Heaney, in the
poem “Tinder” (part five of the sequence “A Northern Hoard”):

We picked flints,
Pale and dirt-veined,
So small finger and thumb
Ached around them;
Cold beads of history and home
We fingered, a cave-mouth flame

We clicked stone on stone
That sparked a weak flame-pollen

And failed, our knuckle joints
Striking as often as the flints . . .
(Wintering Out 43)
This poem reverses the representational structures of “Churning Day” in three
important ways. First, the almost anaphoric opening of lines with “We
ed” undoes the agentless, passive constructions of work in the earlier
poem. Second, the hand at work is not only present from the start of “Tinder,”
it is also exquisitely fitted to the objects and tools of the laboring world. The
hand and the tool are so closely aligned here that the flints even acquire phys-
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iological characteristics of the human hand: “Pale and
(In
“Churning Day,” remember, the hand does not even appear until the poem is
more than one-third over). And to say the flints are “so small finger and thumb
/ Ached around them” is to indicate an extreme sensitivity, almost a hypersen
sitivity, of the worker’s digits to the tactile aspect of “smallness ”7
Third, the formal couplets and short lines of “Tinder” are more amenable
to the anatomization of action than the bulky, almost prose-like block stanzas
of “Churning Day.” This is one advantage of the lyric over prose in dealing
with the representation of labor (or of any other variety of action). Line and
stanza breaks permit the poet to articulate the work process as a series of dis
crete steps separated by the white space of the page,
opposed to the tenden
cy of prose to make the various components of an action run together. One may
compare “prose” description of a woman checking the heat of a clothes-iron
to the “poetic” version from the “Old Smoothing Iron” section of Heaney’s
poem, “Shelf Life”:

To test its heat she’d stare and spit in its iron face or hold it up next her
cheek to divine the stored anger.
To test its heat she’d stare
and spit in its iron face
or hold it up next her cheek
to divine the stored anger.
(Selected Poems 170)
The lyric allows each step in the iron-checking process to stand alone, whereas
the prose version generates the impression of fluidity and unitary action.
Heaney is drawn to this kind of precisely anatomized description of labor again
and again, from the representation of the woman baking in the first canto of
“Mossbawn” to the careful documentation of the laundry-folding process in the
fifth Clearances sonnet. The anatomization of action in these poems can only
be formally undertaken within the textual structures, the line and stanza breaks,
of the lyric.

So we see that before poetry can position the individual subject in relation to
the procedures and tools of labor, a representational scheme must be elaborat
ed to accommodate the manual aspect of work, to introduce the tactile working
hand into the lyric, visibly to grip tools and materials in verse. Elaine Scarry
writes that “[a]s in the literature of desire the genitals become the spoken or
unspoken locus of orientation, so throughout the literature of creation the
hands become the most resonant and meaning-laden part of the human anato
my” (75).8 Likewise in the history of portraiture, the inclusion of sitter’s
hands in a painting denotes his or her status
a “maker,” an artificer with the
godlike ability to create in this world. But to write of the hand is not to write
solely of the individual engaged in the act of creation or menial work; it is also
to register the tactile life, an immediate contact between the skin and one’s sur
roundings, and a variety of eroticism concerned with the administering rather
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than with the receiving of sexual pleasure. This implies a very different poetics
than the conventional poetry of the eye, which registers the visual life, a sensi
tivity to the distances and intervals between the self and its surroundings, and
a voyeuristic sexuality predicated upon watching the body of another. Seamus
Heaney is, in many ways, a poet of the hand — just as Shelley and Donne were
poets of the eye. Heaney constantly seeks to “stir us to responses other than the
merely visual” (Preoccupations 133). This tactile, manual aspect of Heaney’s
work illustrates a second important way of establishing poetry’s place in the
world, that of figuratively laying one’s hand upon the world in verse, asserting
its “here-ness,” and thereby confirming the poet’s position within a tactile,
solid, immediate reality. This strategy differs from the previously discussed
approach to the world via labor. Rather, an imaginatively full poetry of the
hand additionally concerned with sensuality and the philosophical implica
tions of the tactile fife. Over the next few pages, I will examine the ways in
which the complex figurations of the hand in Heaney outrun the simple work
function and lay a basis for a more extensive sensory and phenomenological
model of the individual subject’s relation to the surrounding world.
It is easy to overlook the fact that the title poems of three of Heaney’s books
end with figurations of the poet’s hand. But if the title poem holds a place of
major importance within any book of verse, the last fine of the title poem an
even more highly meaning-laden point in the text. In Death ofa Naturalist, this
moment is reserved for the hand. The title poem closes with an image of the
poet recoiling from the awaiting tactile world of touching, hefting, grasping,
handling, and groping that will go on to figure so importantly throughout
Heaney’s career: “I knew / That if I dipped my hand the spawn would clutch
it” (Selected Poems 5). This gesture echoes the Wordsworthian child’s fear in the
face of nature’s atropic and morbid aspect, the young Heaney literally with
drawing his hand from the former site of natural abundance (now festering),
the flax-dam. This minor moment of hesitation is amplified to the point of
imaginative crisis later on in the prose poem, “Nesting Ground”:

The sandmartins’ nests were loopholes of darkness in the riverbank. He
could imagine his arm going in to the armpit, sleeved and straitened, but
because he once felt the cold prick of a dead robin’s claw and the surprising
density of its tiny beak he only gazed.
(Selected Poems 53)
The diminutive “only” in “he only gazed” degrades the act of gazing, or seeing,
to a secondary status in relation to the primary act of touching. The movement
from grasping to gazing, from touch to vision, is a distancing motion, a passage
from the felt to the regarded; and this sense of separation from immediate expe
rience is doubled by Heaney’s casting of the piece in the third person instead of
in the personalized lyric “I” that predominates throughout Stations. This,
Heaney’s first major withdrawal of the hand, is prompted by the consciousness
of death. The poet’s imaginative impulse to caress nesting-places, “to pry into
roots, to finger slime” (“Personal Helicon,” Selected Poems 11), is countered by
the fear that his fingers will find only clammy lifelessness in the riverbank’s
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recesses. But these withdrawals of the hand also thematize and signify a
momentary refusal to generate poetic language for the experience of touch.
The fear of death in these two poems is refracted through the young poet’s fear
of failing to render tactile sensory experience in verse.
Following Death of Naturalist, North is the next Heaney collection whose
title-poem ends with an image of hands. In this volume, Heaney overcomes the
hesitations of “Death of a Naturalist” and “Nesting Ground” to formulate lyric
terms actively for the tactile imagination, discovering a “rough, porous / lan
guage of touch” (“Bone Dreams,” Selected Poems 75) in the midst of a deathmenaced, Hamletic world of bog Yoricks. In fact, the tactile impulse is so
strong in North that Heaney devotes an entire lyric to a fantasy of touching the
artifactual body that is, in the other bog poems, positioned beyond arm’s reach
behind museum glass:

My hands come, touched
By sweetbriar and tangled vetch,
Foraging past the burst gizzards
Of coin-hoards.
I reach past
The riverbed’s washed
Dream of gold to the bullion
Of her Venus bone.
(“Come to the Bower,” North 31; emphasis added)
It worthwhile to keep Heaney’s earliest tool-using, laboring poems (such as
“Churning Day” and “Tinder”) in mind while reading this sensuous and eroti
cized use of the poet’s hands in “Come to the Bower.” The thornpricked, blis
tered, aching hands of the work-poems are now engaged in a caressing,
fondling, sexualized activity. Heaney has, for the moment, discarded the georgic poetry of labor in order to outline a more comprehensive phenomenology of
touch, one that will accommodate both work and pleasure. And
this project
unfolds throughout Heaney’s career, the poet makes progressively greater
claims for the tactile life. We see this at the close of the volume’s title poem,
“North,” in the longship’s ekphrastic injunction to the poet:
Compose in darkness.
Expect aurora borealis
in the long foray
but no cascade of light.

Keep your eye clear
as the bleb of the icicle,
trust the feel of what nubbed treasure
your hands have known.
(Selected Poems 70)

Published by eGrove, 2020

13
as

Journal X, Vol. 5 [2020], No. 1, Art. 6
100

Journal x

The final quatrain here can be read as an implicit commentary on strategies of
lyric closure. If an ending is a privileged and meaning-intensive moment in any
poem, this point of closure in “North” is reserved for the hand instead of the
eye. It is remarkable that the eye (“Keep your eye clear /
the bleb of the ici
cle”) is still mentioned, though restricted to the penultimate couplet position. In
effect, the final two couplets of the text document a sensory progression in the
development of lyric strategies of closure, adding a new tactile closure to a con
ventional visual ending in much the same way that a cross-section of sedimen
tary rock displays its own history by piling a new layer atop the preexisting,
older, but still visible foundation layer.
More specifically, “North” critiques a “visionary” strategy of closure and the
concomitant poetics of seeing. The very word “visionary” implies a poetry built
upon the experience of sight (Shelley would have closed this poem with “Keep
your eye clear / as the bleb of the icicle”), an epistemological experience here
followed and surpassed by a new test of knowledge, that of the hands.9 Some
readers of the poem continue to describe “North” as participating in a visionary
poetics:

Insight and composition occur in the refracting, bending, changing light of
the aurora borealis rather than a single, directed, divine shaft of ight. But
writing poetry whose source of inspiration is ever-changing, refracting fight
is more challenging and less certain than writing from an inspiring single
shaft of ight.
(Molino 101)
Yet throughout “North,” there
a regular suppression of the visual field. We
find this most explicitly stated in the line, “Compose in darkness.” A rewriting
of the visionary mode also shapes the overall trajectory of the poem. “North”
begins
an encounter with the environmental sublime, a scenario common
throughout Romantic poems such as Shelley’s “Mont Blanc”:
I returned to a long strand,
the hammered shod of a bay,
and found only the secular
powers of the Atlantic thundering.
I faced the unmagical
invitations of Iceland,
the pathetic colonies
of Greenland . . .

(Selected Poems 69)
We begin facing out across the vast Atlantic, but end focused directly on the
palms of our hands. The overall movement here
from the panoramic and
visual to the small and tactile. This deflationary (or contracting) progression is
forecast from the opening by an initial disjuncture between the poem’s Roman
tic locale and its strongly post-Romantic rhetorical mode. The seaside may be
one of the great topoi of visionary verse in English, visited by figures ranging
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from the children who “sport upon the shore” of Wordsworth’s “Immortality
Ode” to Stevens’ singer at Key West; but here the shore-walker has forsaken the
hyperbolic accents of the seer from the start, speaking in diminutives (“and
found only the secular”) and negative adjectives (“the unmagical”). By the
poem’s end, this initial withdrawal from visionary rhetoric is joined by a grad
ual perceptual movement away from the telescopic, panoramic coastal scene
towards a final, tightly focused, immediate attention to what can be held in the
hands.
This turn in “North,” from the panoramic and distant to the contracted and
immediate, a skeptical movement. It claims that the true test of knowledge
lies in the hands, in the immediacy of touch. Over 250 years earlier, Bishop
Berkeley had made a similar case for the epistemological primacy of touch in
his Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision:
I believe whoever will look narrowly into his own thoughts and examine
what he means by saying he sees this or that thing at a distance, will agree
with me, that what he sees only suggests to his understanding that after
having passed a certain distance, to be measured by the motion of his body,
which is perceivable by touch, he shall come to perceive such and such tan
gible ideas which have been usually connected with such and such visible
ideas.
(76; emphasis added)
That is, Berkeley thought that visual impressions of distant objects were deeply
grounded in the experience of touch, or that seeing actually entailed imagina
tively approaching the targeted object of sight and “touching” it with one’s
mind. This, in Berkeley’s view, is how we attribute volume and mass to a
remote object like a mountain or a ship. Berkeley noted that we only see a two
dimensional image of the mountain or ship at a distance, and that we must
recall our tactile experiences to register the objects’ three-dimensionality and
weight. At this moment, Berkeley’s skepticist account of vision proleptically
conducts exactly the same movement we see in “North,” from the distantly
regarded world to the immediacy of the tactile. For Heaney, this skeptical
movement is accompanied by a phenomenological violence (from the remote to
the bodily) reflective of a new kind of historical epiphany, described by Charles
O’Neill in his article, “Violence and the Sacred in Heaney’s North”:

Violence,” Girard writes, “strikes men as an epiphany,” and this recogni
tion provides the poem’s epiphanic injunction as the voice of the violent
past enjoins the modern poet to “Lie down / in the word-hoard,” and there,
“in the coil and gleam / of your furrowed brain” (20), the poet will find the
words and images of the past that precisely define the catastrophic present
moment.
(95)
The bodily recognition of historical violence — impossible to accommodate
within a Romantic poetics of vision — completes the skeptical logic of
Heaney’s engagement with the tactile in North.
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Field Work is the last in the triad of Heaney’s books in which the title poem
ends with the hand; its eponymous poem closes with what is probably the most
enigmatic use of hands to be found anywhere in Heaney’s work. I will quote
the final canto in full, as it displays the lyric “anatomization of action” I have
discussed earlier in this essay:

Catpiss smell,
the pink bloom open:
I press a leaf
of the flowering currant
on the back of your hand
for the slow tight burn
of its sticky juice
to prime your skin,
and your veins to be crossed
criss-cross with leaf-veins.
I lick my thumb
and dip it in mould,
anoint the anointed
leaf-shape. Mould
blooms and pigments
the back of your hand
like a birthmark—
my umber one,
you are stained, stained
to perfection.

(Selected Poems 140)
This is nothing like the anatomized labor processes we found in Death ofa Naturalist\ the poet’s hand holds no tools, and the object of his operations is the
passive hand of his beloved, not butter in a churn or blackberries waiting to be
picked. Neither is this a poem of skeptical epistemology such as “North,”
where the hand weighs and tests one’s knowledge of the surrounding world.
Here we find the poet’s hand both at play and at the act of reverencing
(“anointing”), marking his lover’s hand in an operation that seems simultane
ously ritualized and improvisatory.
On a literal level, the final canto of “Field Work” shows Heaney breaking
off a currant leaf, pressing it against the back of his lover’s hand, and staining
the resulting flesh-indentations with his saliva-moistened, mould-covered
thumb. But seen in the context of his earlier work, the gesture revisits the
stained and mouldering beauty of the reified bog bodies in North; only now, the
poet ornaments, stains, and reifies the living hand of his beloved.10 The hand
becomes art. It is, in fact, treated like a canvas about to undergo the processes
of painting or lithography; the hand is “primed” (line 8) and stained, inked and
printed upon by the currant leaf-shape in much the same way an inked wood
cut leaves its marks on blank paper.
The line between the living and the artifactual, the organic and the reified,
is redrawn here just as the woman’s Vein-mapped hand is remapped by the
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superimposed leaf-veins of the currant. (We saw a similar crossing-over of
vein-lines in the “pale and dirt-veined” flints of “Tinder”). A symmetricality
and interchangeability between the organic and artifactual spheres is implicit in
Heaney’s use of chiasmus, the trope of crossing, to render this effect: “and your
veins to be crossed / criss-cross with leaf-veins.” Rhetorical trope and visual
image coincide here to generate a moment at which the human and the non
human “cross” one another. In Heaney, this crossing-over occurs when the
human subject is most strenuously and imaginatively engaged with the natural
world, whether it be in the field of labor (as in “Tinder”) or in this scene of aes
thetic creation.11 In each case the living, breathing human being only
approaches the condition of artifact through sacrifice, or a temporary abandon
ment or selfhood. The loss (or ascesis) entailed in such a crossing-over from
the organic to the artifactual is suggested in the tone of the canto’s final three
lines: “my umber one, / you are stained, stained / to perfection.” This closing
reads like a classical, elegiac lament in its use of the vocative case and the
expressive repetition of “stained,” until the lament mode finally undone by the
last word in the poem: “perfection.”
I have already mentioned that the final canto of “Field Work” presents us
with a point at which the iconic hand is now self-reflexive, at play in the aes
thetic field, liberated from the demands of basic survival. As soon
this self
reflexive stage in the poet’s treatment of an iconic image is reached, the icon
begins to lose its representational, referential quality while it accrues multiplied
associative weight. The hand begins to function
the severed head does in
Yeats’s poetry and drama.12 (That is, it operates with diminished reference to
our everyday bodies and with a newly accented emphasis on the symbolic.) It
is significant that this self-reflexive, unpragmatic moment arises in a caesura
between Heaney’s self-lacerating explorations of conscience in the preceding
North and the subsequent Station Island. (I do not count Sweeney Astray in this
sequence of Heaney’s lyric collections because of its special status as pro
longed translation.) The moment of liberated play, when the poet “flies the
nets” of nationality and religion, is preceded and followed by periods of moral
and spiritual crisis. Heaney cannot avoid the demands of conscience and the
social world for long.
When Heaney returns to the pressing topics of contemporary political and
social Irish life in The Haw Lantern, it is not surprising that we once again find
the poet’s hand planted firmly upon the physical world. I have already dis
cussed how moments of stationing in Heaney are often carried out in a highly
embodied, “hands-on” manner. In “Terminus,” the poet conducts this hand
placing quite literally:

Two buckets were easier carried than one.
I grew up in between.
My left hand placed the standard iron weight.
My right tilted a last grain in the balance.

Baronies, parishes met where I was born . . .

(Selected
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Heaney’s simultaneous allegiance to the industrialized, iron world of moderni
ty and the agricultural, wheaten world of the past gives rise to this image of the
poet’s body stationed with one hand in direct contact with an iron weight and
the other touching a grain. The passage owes a debt to Robert Lowell’s por
trait of himself as a child on the porch of his familial summer home: “One of
my hands was cool on a pile / of black earth, the other warm / on a pile of lime”
(“My Last Afternoon with Uncle Devereux Winslow,” Life Studies 31). Young
Lowell and the older Heaney both assume stances in relation to contrasting ele
ments of their worlds by quite simply placing one hand on each element. The
position of the body in such a scenario is precarious, between two poles: “I
grew up in between.” This “betweenness” is a crucial stationing method
throughout Heaney’s mid-to-late verse, as we saw in the first two lines of “Ter
minus,” canto 3. And “Song,” “In the Beech,” and “The Disappearing Island”
provide further instances of stationing through the construction of between
ness:
A rowan like a lipsticked girl.
Between the by-road and the main road
Alder trees at a wet and dripping distance
Stand off among the rushes.

(“Song,” Selected Poems 141)
On one side under me, the concrete road.
On the other, the bullock’s covert. . .
(“In the Beech,” Selected Poems 213)
Once we presumed to found ourselves for good
Between its blue hills and those sandless shores . . .
(“The Disappearing Island,” Selected Poems 261)

There is a landscape painter’s fullness of observation in these opening tableaux.
Focus on any one object tends also to include those objects on either side of it
(the by-road and the main road). This notation of betweenness marks the
moment when peripheral vision begins to rival single-minded, focused atten
tion; and in political terms, betweenness corresponds to a mode of liberalism in
which the accommodation of “opposing” perspectives is undertaken through
the deliberate adoption of a medial position.
In Heaney’s more recent work, this extension of peripheral vision is taken
to the extreme of 365 degrees, when the poet is overwhelmed with a feeling of
“centeredness” in a landscape:

My father’s ploughing one, two, three, four sides
Of the lea ground where I sit all-seeing
At centre field, my back to the thorn tree
They never cut...
(“Poet’s Chair,” The Spirit Level 46)
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Heaney’s position at the center of the field contributes to his sensation of being
all-seeing,” a perceptual state similar to that of Socrates in the preceding canto,
the philosopher’s claritas situated "at the center of the city.” At this later stage
of Heaney’s career, the act of witnessing takes place not at the edge or border
of the field, but at its heart and center. We can compare this with the acts of
witnessing that memorialized rural forms of labor earlier in his writing life, in
poems such as "Churning Day,” where the poet seems to stand at the edge or
perimeter of the site of labor. Now, in "Poet’s Chair,” the poet is stationed at
the middle of the worked field. But this center position not reserved exclu
sively for the poet-witness:

A mower leans forever on his scythe.
He has mown himself to the centre of the field
and stands in final perfect ring
Of sunlit stubble.
("Man and Boy,” Seeing Things 14)

This hired laborer is stationed like Socrates at the heart of Athens. Time has
stopped at the center point of the field (the mower leans forever) in the wake of
thoroughly completed labor; and work has taken him from a marginal position
at the field’s perimeter to its center point of perfection
final perfect ring”).
We discover a mutuality and parity between the acts of poetry and labor as
Heaney and the agricultural worker switch positions in these two poems. In
"Poet’s Chair,” the poet is accorded the center position; in "Man and Boy,” it
belongs to the mower. The continuity between "cultural” and "non-cultural”
modes of labor evinced by Heaney’s earlier work becomes a superimposition or
identification of two (socioeconomically) different perspectival centers.
The growing emphasis on betweenness and centeredness in Heaney’s acts
of stationing indicates a different conception of space and frames of reference
than we find in the earlier poetry. The poet now takes an active role in mark
ing out areas and constructing borders where none once existed, drawing lines
in the air like Prospero:

You also loved lines pegged out in the garden,
The spade nicking the first straight edge along
The tight white string. Or string stretched perfectly
To mark the outline of a house foundation . . .
Or the imaginary line straight down
A field of grazing.
("Man and Boy,” Seeing Things 14; emphasis added)
The new concern with centering is accompanied by a fascination with the ways
in which we generate borders and perimeters. For Heaney at this stage, it
seems every center is provisional and constructed, only coming into existence
through the erasure or ignoring of other demarcations of space. For Heaney to
say “I am at the center of the field” momentarily cancels out his position with-
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in other frames of reference; for instance, at the field’s center, the poet is no
longer thinking of his position upon a map of County Derry (The farm may
be on the perimeter of the county, or at its center; the map position is invisible
to a consciousness focused on the field as a spatial unit.) This is the flexible,
mobile schema of a border-crosser. In his biographical study of Heaney,
Michael Parker expresses a muted skepticism regarding the poet’s political
reading of his own passage from his “homeland” in Northern Ireland:
Though political considerations undoubtedly affected his decision to take
up residence in the Republic, they were by no means pre-eminent. In ret
rospective accounts of the period, however, he has laid great stress on his
determination to distance himself ideologically from “the corrupt set-up” in
the North. . . . Heaney certainly now sees his crossing of the border as a
conscious political act. Perhaps it was.
(119-20)

Whether or not one shares Parker’s skepticism regarding an initial political
motive for the relocation, it seems safe to say that Heaney’s crossing has
acquired a political dimension retroactively, in the wake of the poet’s rereading
of his own actions: “I felt I was compromising some part of myself by staying
in a situation where socially and, indeed, imaginatively there were pressures
against’ regarding the moment
critical” (quoted in Deane 47-8). For a poet
driven to relocate by political and imaginative violence, any act of centering is
both a political and an imaginative act, freighted with implications of erasure,
selection, and reaffirmation. The recent figurations of centrality in Heaney’s
work demarcate a space in which the poet works through the overlapping
schematics of farm, county, nation, and various other topoi in order to accom
modate the multiple centers of his lyric consciousness. For the moment,
Heaney’s unending search for a place for poetry has arrived at another point of
rest, at the provisional and constantly redrawn center of the imagination.

Notes
1. In his biography of Keats, W. J. Bate locates this passage in The Hamp
stead Keats (303-4), written in the margin beside ines 420-3 of Paradise Lost,
Book 6:
but feathered soon and fledge
They summ’d their pens, and, soaring the air sublime,
With clang despised the ground, under a cloud
In prospect.
2. Less has been written on the euphoric and/or vertiginous moments
when this poet registers a break in contact between the earth and his feet, as in
the driving poems (“Night Drive,” “Westering,” “On the Road,” and “Post
script”) or in the Sweeney translations. Such moments grow in frequency in
Heaney’s later work.
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3. The classical trope of poet-as-plowman, with its play on the Latin "ver
sus,” is revisited repeatedly throughout Heaney’s work, from the early "Follow
er” to the more recent "Poet’s Chair.”
4. Heaney reserves applause regarding this achievement for John Clare, of
whom he writes: "It was the unique achievement of John Clare to make vocal
the regional and particular, to achieve a buoyant and authentic lyric utterance
at the meeting point between social realism and conventional romanticism”
(preoccupations 180).
5. In both "Churning Day” and "Blackberry-Picking,” it is important to
note the strong deferral of the human hand’s entry into the lyric; we wait until
line 16 in "Churning Day” for "hands blistered,” and "Our hands were peppered
/ With thorn-pricks, our palms sticky as Bluebeard’s” only arrives at the fif
teenth line of "Blackberry-Picking.”
6. The only point at which an object nestles comfortably within the con
tours of the hand comes at line 14 of the poem (this is also the line that would
end the lyric if it were a sonnet): "He rooted out tall tops, buried the bright
edge deep / To scatter new potatoes that we picked / Loving the cool hardness in
our hands” (Selected Poems 3; emphasis added). Neither the pen nor the gun —
that is, neither tool — fits the hand nearly as well as the natural object of the
potato, which of course not a tool but rather an organic material. There is an
implicit critique here of manmade, "unnatural” objects of the world and their
problematic relationship to the body. .
7. This line also replaces the unwieldy gun and spade tools of "Digging”
with flints that can be placed more realistically between finger and thumb.
8. Though Scarry’s comment arises in a discussion of the novel, it is also
worth considering the place of the hand within the lyric, the genre most suited
to the iconicization of bodily parts since Petrarch’s time at least. My preceding
discussion of work in Heaney’s lyrics is especially indebted to Scarry’s essay.
9. Heaney deliberately makes an epistemological claim for the hands as the
locus of knowledge. The poem does not end with the line "your hands have
felt” but rather with "your hands have known."
10. The activity here has a highly self-reflexive element; a hand manipu
lates a hand. This self-reflexivity lends the poem a Metaphysical tone, echoing
Donne’s conceit involving the eyes of lovers — "My face in thine eye, thine in
mine appears” ("The Good Morrow,” Complete English Poems 60) — or their
mouths in the act of kissing — "Since thou and I sigh one another’s breath” ("A
Valediction: Of Weeping,” Complete English Poems 89).
11.
Again, Scarry’s essay underlies my argument here.
12. This independent, self-activated hand reappears in a later, three-line
poem from Seeing Things, "An August Night”: "His hands were warm and small
and knowledgeable. / When I saw them again last night, they were two ferrets,
/ Playing all by themselves in a moonlit field” (Seeing Things 21).
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